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Anya Hurlbert and
Matt Ridley
Matt Ridley, the science writer, is
married to Anya Hurlbert, reader in
visual neuroscience at the
University of Newcastle. She
studied physics at Princeton
University as an undergraduate,
then went to Cambridge University
as a Marshall Scholar, where she
took a Part III diploma in
theoretical physics and an MA in
physiology. She returned to the
States to do the HST MD-PhD
program at Harvard-MIT, studying
with Tomaso Poggio for her PhD.
Matt trained as a zoologist at
Oxford, and after completing his
PhD on the mating habits of the
pheasant, turned to journalism.
They met when, as science editor
for The Economist, Matt
interviewed Anya, and they married
while he was the magazine’s
Washington correspondent. They
moved to England, she to Oxford
for postdoctoral research, he to
become American editor of The
Economist. After writing as a
columnist for the Daily Telegraph
and other papers, Matt turned to
writing books: his titles include The
Red Queen, The Origins of Virtue,
Genome and Nature via Nurture.
They now live in rural
Northumberland with their two
children.
Matt Ridley
What turned you on to biology in
the first place? Birds-nesting. I
became fascinated by finding
birds’ nests as a boy. That led to
bird watching, which led to an
interest in natural history generally
and then via good teachers to
biology itself. Today children are
lectured and hectored about global
warming and disappearing rain
forests rather than sent out to
collect beetles and identify flowers.
What is the best advice you’ve
been given? Some tutor at Oxford,
I can’t remember who, told me in
the nicest possible way that I was
better at writing than thinking.
Towards the end of my DPhil, I
realised he was right, when I
seemed to be the only graduate
student who enjoyed writing up
more than doing the work. So I
went off and applied for jobs in
journalism, which turned out to be
a career in licensed curiosity: if
something interested you, you
could call knowledgeable people
up and ask them about it. I learnt
far more about the world as a
journalist than I ever did as a
student.
If you knew what you know now,
would you still pursue the same
career? Probably. I sometimes
wish I was a real geneticist, able to
plunder the immense riches of the
human genome myself rather than
watch others do it, but then I
realise that, while writing my
books, I had the perfect vantage
point. Who would not want a
ringside seat as we became the
first species in four billion years to
read our own recipe? It was
incredible good fortune to be in the
right place at that time. Scientists
can rarely manage the breadth that
writers enjoy; writers can only envy
scientists their depth.
Which science writers do you
particularly admire? There was a
revolution in science writing in the
1970s. The best writers stopped
explaining things and started
exploring them. They began to try
to take the reader with them and
show him or her the ignorance,
before trying to turn it into
knowledge before the reader’s
eyes. The people who do this the
best are my heroes: the ones who
use metaphors, mystery and
suspense to give the reader a
sense of making the discovery
himself. Probably Jim Watson was
the first to do this in The Double
Helix, but Richard Dawkins, Steve
Pinker, Robert Wright and Armand
le Roi have all done it brilliantly. As
for non-biologists, there’s nobody
to touch Simon Singh.
How would you improve
science’s portrayal in the
media? I wish I knew. I feel like a
frustrated missionary who knows
that there are these beautiful
discoveries flooding out of labs,
giving us unimaginable insights
into things like human nature, and
yet editors are only interested in
science when it gets political. Is the
public really interested in yet
another discussion of whether
cloning should be allowed, or yet
another speculative article about
BSE or MMR or GMOs, when there
are small RNAs to discuss, or
oxytocin receptors in voles, or the
way nephrins guide neurons, or a
new evolutionary link between
whales and hippos? There’s a
tendency in the media to jump
straight to the normative question:
what should be done, missing out
the hows and whys along the way.
No wonder most people think
science creates problems in the
world — that’s all the Daily Mail
ever tells them about. Still, I
suppose that leaves the field clear
for us book writers to explore the
mysteries and wonder of new
knowledge. I know from readers’
letters how many people out there
long to hear about science itself,
not just the politics of technology.
Anya Hurlbert
What got you into
neuroscience? Science was a
given in my family. And given my
teenage obsessions with
introspection, writing and trying to
understand other people,
especially the crazy ones, it was
only natural that I should want to
study the brain. When I was
seventeen, I read Ernst Mach’s
‘The Analysis of Sensations’, purely
for the appeal of the title. It put
introspection into a logical,
physical framework.
Why did you start with physics? I
also loved mathematics and
revered the purity of ‘hard’ science,
so I did physics as an
undergraduate. Now I argue that it
was the best possible foundation
for a career in brain science, which
is inherently interdisciplinary. The
physics department at Princeton
was (and is) a star-studded group.
Once a week, we undergraduates
attended tea with these gods. I
remember at one of these teas,
Professor Peebles figured out how
Fig Newtons were made, a
distinctively shaped American
cookie. He started from first
principles in the same way he
would analyse a cosmological
problem. At Princeton, I met my
first hero, Frank Wilczek, who has
just won the Nobel Prize. I was
fortunate to do my senior thesis
with him, on proton decay.
Why vision science? I had a taste
of visual neuroscience in the
Woods Hole ‘Neural Systems and
Behaviour’ course in 1978. Then
the Cambridge Part II Physiology
course properly introduced me to
visual psychophysics and
neurophysiology. From there it was
an easy step into the relatively new
field of computational vision
founded by David Marr. He was a
Messiah-like figure to many in the
MIT AI Lab in the other Cambridge
(Massachusetts). Tomaso Poggio
had been his great friend and
colleague, and with him,
articulated the idea of levels of
understanding: to understand how
the brain solves a ‘problem’, such
as how to extract depth from the
two eyes’ images, one has to get
the computation, the algorithm and
the hardware.
Why do you admire the
Marr–Poggio approach? David
Marr worked on all three levels
simultaneously; he tried to find the
neurons that could perform the
theory, and the theory that could
explain the neuron. His 1974 paper
‘The Computation of Lightness by
the Primate Retina’ (Vision
Research 14, 1377-1388) — though
not as brilliant as his theory of
cerebellar cortex — is a great
example of how to implement a
computation using known cell
properties.
How does medical school fit into
your history? The idea of being
able to fix ‘broken’ brains always
appealed to me. And my mother
really wanted me to be a doctor.
So an MD-PhD program seemed
perfect. But I needed too much
sleep to make a success of the
clinician–scientist dual career.
What role does theory play in
biology? Connectionism and
neural networks theory exploded in
the 1980s — in ideological
opposition to AI and computational
theory. The aim: take out the nerdy
programmer and let the system
learn and evolve by itself — like a
real brain. (Tommy Poggio says
that this ‘new’ idea is reborn every
20 years or so — like re-infection
with the same virus — until
immunisation occurs again.) But
the network elements were too
simple to reveal anything deep
about the biology, and the
networks had to rely heavily on
computational theory to get the
right input–output representations.
Now, with new technologies,
neural networks no longer have to
be simple or artificial, but this
makes the guiding light of theory
even more important.
Any other examples?
Evolutionary biology and
psychology are accused of telling
just-so stories. But, in vision
science at least, the evolutionary
approach has made us look harder
at the natural environment to
understand how the brain has
adapted to it. Artificial stimuli are
being pushed aside in favour of
natural images and real-world
physics.
You’ve been through several US
and UK higher education
institutions: what’s the
difference? I worry that UK
students treat university education
as a government hand-out, rather
than a personal aspiration. To go
to Princeton, I took out loans, got
scholarships, worked as a tutor
and lab assistant. I hugely valued
the privilege of being there, not just
because of the cost. Something
needs to change here to make
students value university more —
but charging slightly higher fees
won’t do it. 
And the UK academics?
Something needs to change also
for the demoralised UK university
academics who are hamstrung by
bureaucracy. The current
‘institutional audit’ looks not at
teaching content or delivery, but at
‘internal quality assurance
procedures’ — a triumph of
process over substance. People
from the corporate world are
astonished by the decoupling of
our performance from any reward,
incentive or income, and by the
multi-tasking that’s expected of us.
In theory, we are paid to teach and
do research, but in reality we do
administrative jobs and must look
outside the university for ‘third-
strand’ income to survive.
What paper has influenced you
most? Perhaps Hubel and Wiesel’s
1977 Ferrier Lecture (Proc. R. Soc.
London B 198, 1-59). This beautiful
paper sets out a crystalline
structure of visual cortex. But it
also illustrates the danger of a
framework. The framework was so
powerful that Hubel and Wiesel at
first missed the so-called
cytochrome oxidase ‘blobs’ —
because they weren’t expecting
patches of non-oriented neurons to
interrupt the orderly progression of
orientation selectivity in columns.
Later, Hubel and Livingstone
realised the importance of blobs
for colour vision.
Why are you so interested in
colour vision? With colour, you
can go all the way from sensation
to consciousness, cognition and
emotion — from the genetics of the
photoreceptor pigments, through
receptive field properties of
cortical cells, to perceptual
constancies, colour preference,
colour naming and the question of
human universals. Colour also
encourages one to combine art
and science. 
What do you think about the
electronic revolution? It’s
fantastic — the immediate access
to information, data, ideas. The
internet does make living ‘in the
North’ less isolating. But it’s
worrying that students now think
that ‘doing literature research’
means going on the web. Pre-1990
papers have become pre-historic.
Older, seminal papers are being
lost to consciousness. And the
lack of balanced reporting is a real
problem. A friend of mine
demonstrates this to his class at
Santa Barbara by asking half the
class to prove one statement, and
the other half to prove its opposite
— which they both do, citing ‘facts’
taken off the web. 
Anya Hurlbert, Henry Wellcome Building
for Neuroecology, University of
Newcastle, Newcastle NE2 4HH, UK.
Matt Ridley, c/o ACH as above. E-mail:
anya.hurlbert@ncl.ac.uk
mridley@blagdon.free-online.co.uk
Magazine
R79
